in forums in which some African and non-African feminists and human rights activists have reprimanded me for using the term female genital mutilation, noting that using the term "mutilation" is judgmental to the cultures of practicing communities. As I wrote in "To Speak or Not to Speak: Balancing the Tension of Human Rights and Culture" on Saybrook University's Rethinking Complexity blog, Is it possible that we might start seeing each other as "human beings" first instead of Africans, Westerners, or Easterners and others, when we describe our lived human experiences? It is possible that we might also acknowledge that there is another perspective, the human experience, and who could best describe an experience than those that have actually experienced it?
Having been born into a community in Kenya where a significant number of families continue to practice female genital mutilation and being intimately familiar with this practice, I cannot resist the conclusion that as long as we are using the English language to describe this practice, no one can claim to have the right answer to whether or not to use the term female genital mutilation or female genital cutting. The reason being that at least amongst the Abagusii and, I imagine, also for some other non-native English cultures, there is no direct translation of the local term for this practice into the English language. (Abuya, 2012) .
The argument that female genital cutting should not be referred to as "mutilation" was also raised recently in a seminar I was invited to co-facilitate in Kisii County, organized by Wamama Wa Amani (WWA) or 'Women for Peace' and co-sponsored by the Association of Sisters in Kenya and the Catholic Peace and Justice Commission. We were reminded by a member of the clergy that we must not blindly follow Western methods in addressing the issue of female genital cutting by referring to the practice negatively as mutilation, because it is a ritual that has always had meaning for the community. My response to this argument was in alignment with my Saybrook blog post (Abuya, 2012) : as long as we are referring to this practice using the English language, no one has a claim to the correct way of describing it other than those who have actually undergone the procedure.
women are deeply rooted in the traditional culture, driven by a complex combination of psychosexual and social reasons, specific to each context and passed down the generations" (Oloo et al., p. 6) . Cultural norms and traditions underpin the belief that FGM/C is necessary to prepare girls for adulthood and marriage. The practice is often seen as part of a process that makes girls clean, well-mannered, responsible, beautiful, mature and respectful adults. FGM/C is often believed to discourage behaviour considered frivolous and impulsive, and hence it is expected to ensure and preserve modesty, morality and virginity. FGM/C is often assumed to reduce women's sexual drive, and thus ensure their self-control.
In cases of infibulation, this control is further exerted by effectively creating a physical barrier to sexual intercourse. In societies in which FGM/C is widely practised, it is generally considered an important part of the cultural identity of girls and women, and may therefore impart a sense of to parents who conspire with relatives in neighboring counties to "sneak out their daughters for the cut", Obanyi stated, "I know some of you have arranged to have your daughters undergo the outlawed practice but I am warning you that the law will soon catch up with you" (Nyagesiba, 2013 While it is essential to note the fact that FGM is illegal, with grave implications for girls' and women's health, it is also critical to apply a human rights lens to anti-FGM interventions, noting the need to create awareness that FGM is indeed a human rights violation. Along with this, we cannot ignore the fact that since FGM is part of a cultural practice or ritual, it should be addressed from a cultural perspective. It is critical that all FGM interventions get to the roots of the cultural reasons used to justify cutting, and work through a process of respectfully challenging the assumptions that enable and sustain it, with a goal of cultural transformation that would eliminate the act of genital cutting in this cultural ritual.
During the Wamama Wa Amani seminar mentioned previously, I was encouraged to note the enthusiasm of most of the participants in the session I facilitated that included a review of culture and possibilities for cultural transformation. It was wonderful to see participants come to an understanding that culture is dynamic, not static -that it is created by human beings and can therefore be changed by human beings. At the conclusion of the seminar, many people testified that although they had planned to perform FGM on their daughters or granddaughters during the upcoming school holidays, they will not be doing so because of what they learned from the seminar.
This demonstrates the importance of ensuring that ongoing interventions include aspects of culture and cultural transformation within a human rights framework to help create a shift from cultures that perpetuate practices that violate women's human rights to those that uphold our collective human rights and dignity. I
propose that this process includes creating awareness and a through understanding of what culture really is and how culture can be transformed. While this paper's focus is not on how to transform cultures, I propose that in order to enable cultural transformation, there must be leadership built around the transformation process, to partner with community members in enabling the change that is required. (Dorkenoo, 1994) , is a great inspiration, and paved the path we walk today in our efforts to help end the practice of FGM. She helped create a global community of committed women and men-African and otherwise-breaking the silence of the brutality of the practice of FGM. The Guardian states,
The girls' and women's rights campaigner saw the progression of the movement to end FGM go from a minority, often ignored, issue to a key policy priority for governments across the world. Proof of this arrived with the launch of The Girl Generation . . . a major Africa-led campaign to tackle FGM across the globe. (Topping, 2014a ).
May we continue to be inspired by Dorkenoo's work, courage, and tenacity, and believe that with hope and commitment to this cause, we can collectively partner with our communities in building sustainable leadership for cultural transformation in efforts to end the practice of FGM, a human rights violation. Efua Dorkenoo was indeed a revolutionary leader in the quest for cultural transformation for the realization of women's human rights. May her soul rest in eternal peace!
